Asian and American graphic design: A Theoretical and cultural comparison by Liu, Aaron
Rochester Institute of Technology 
RIT Scholar Works 
Theses 
5-16-1995 
Asian and American graphic design: A Theoretical and cultural 
comparison 
Aaron Liu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.rit.edu/theses 
Recommended Citation 
Liu, Aaron, "Asian and American graphic design: A Theoretical and cultural comparison" (1995). Thesis. 
Rochester Institute of Technology. Accessed from 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by RIT Scholar Works. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Theses by an authorized administrator of RIT Scholar Works. For more information, please contact 
ritscholarworks@rit.edu. 
Rochester Institute of Technology
A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of
The College of Imaging Arts & Sciences
in Candidacy for the Degree of
Master Of Fine Arts
Asian and American Graphic Design
A Theoretical and Cultural Comparison
Aaron C. L. Liu
Date: May 16, 1995
Approvals
Adviser: Professor R. Roger Remington
Date: f!tf/lfJ__
Associate Adviser: Assistant Professor Robedey Bell
Date: .5.~/9...~.t.5..~
Associate Adviser: Ms. Barbara Polowy
- a"--
Date: ~.~..\..t:>..~T~
Department Chairperson: Professor Mary Ann Begland
Date: ~./..~ ...-.r.f..
I, Aaron C. L. Liu, prefer to be contacted each time a request for
reporduction is made. I can be reached at the following address:
2300 Old Spanish Trail
#2035
Houston, TX 77054




Section 1 6 Introduction




21 A Thesis Proposal













33 C Fax Survey
34 Contact List
37 Sample Survey
38 Selected Replies from:
38 Ms. Mako Kamiya,
Nippon Design Center
39 Mr. Yusaku Kamekura,
Kamekura Design Office
40 Mr. Shin Matsunaga,
Shin Matsunaga Design Inc.
41 Mr. David C. Meredith,
Hong Kong Polytechnic University
42 D Notes
Section 2 46 E Written Text
Appendices (Cont'd)
51 F Visual Reference
52 Grid System
52 General Comparison
53 The Posters (B/W versions)









Color posters (QuarkXPress format and EPS format)








As a foreign student from Hong Kong studying graphic design in
America, I am always aware ofmy cultural heritage. Over the years,
my interest in this subject has grown significantly. This project is
sparked by my own curiosity about other Asian cultures and how they
compare to each other. Naturally, I could not pass on this opportunity
to work on something I always wanted to do. I hope this series of six
posters will help anyone interested in the topic to identify elements
that influence graphic design from Asian cultures.
Before I started to research, I spent the entire Fall quarter working on
the Thesis Planning Report. In this report, I explained the needs for
this project, methods of research, goals and objectives, and a tentative
time/implementation plan for the project. (Please refer to Section 2:
Appendices, Part B for a copy of the simplified Thesis Planning
Report.)
I began my research by choosing four countries for comparison pur
poses. As the title implies, America is one definite choice. Japan is the
leading Asian country in all aspects of design, and its influences in the
Pacific Rim is enormous; therefore, it became an obvious choice. After
the first two choices had been made, the last two countries became
quite apparent. Hong Kong is my home, and China has all the cultural
resources, they 'were both chosen simply for those reasons.
It was at this stage of research that I realized the nature of graphic
design in Asia had changed tremendously over the last five years. I
wanted to find out what the designers had to say about design and to
compare their comments with my observation. I decided to send (fax)
a short survey on graphic design with a brief introduction ofmyself
and the project to a number of designers in China, Hong Kong and
Japan.
I started by sending an e-mail message through the Internet to
Ms. Winnie Chim, the librarian of Hong Kong Polytechnic University
asking for her help. Within a few days, she replied with information
about the Hong Kong Designers Association (HKDA) and its contact
person, Mr. Tony Sin. I then sent out a fax to Mr. Sin, Head ofDesign
for HKDA to request more contact information.
A week later, I received a copy of the 1994 HKDA membership direc
tory from Mr. Sin. Mr. Sin also referred me to Mr. Wang Xu for China
contacts. Unfortunately, Mr. Wang was out of the country at that time
and was unable to help.
At this point of research, I started to compile lists of contacts by coun
try using the database software FileMaker Pro on aMacintosh. These
database files were constandy updated whenever new information was
available. I also used the same software to create a complete bibliogra
phy file. (Please refer to Section 2: Appendices, Part C for a list of
designers whom had received the survey and a sample survey. Also see
the attached CD Rom for a complete list of contacts.)
With the help of Professor Remington, I was able to talk to Professor
Richard S. Thornton from the University ofConnecticut and author of
The Graphic Spirit ofJapan during his visit here at RIT about the field
of design in Japan. He was able to provide me with some valuable and
helpful insights, a list ofJapanese
designers'
contact information as
well as a short bibliography.
At the end, I sent out thirty fax surveys to designers and design educa
tors in Japan and Hong Kong. Of the thirty surveys I sent out, I had
only about ten responses. I also received booklets and articles from a
number ofJapanese designers.
After that, I had to come up with a list of subjects for comparison. My
goal was to look at disciplines that influence graphic design. With that
priority in mind, I looked into calligraphy, traditional and contempo
rary paintings, pop cultures, languages, business and philosophy. In
order to come up with all the elements, I spent hours in the library
researching journals and books forwritten and visual references.
With all the pieces in hand, I sat down and made a few quick sketches
of how I wanted the posters to look. I came up with the idea of stack
ing all six horizontal posters vertically to evoke a feeling of viewing a
Chinese scroll painting. After this idea was approved by my thesis
committee, it was time to create a coherent design system.
The first poster was reserved for a problem statement and a brief
description of the whole project. The second poster contains a general
overview of the four countries in terms of graphic design with a few
examples of design works. Each country occupied one poster and they
are arranged in the order ofAmerica, Japan, Hong Kong and China.
Before I went any further, I designed a small identity/logo to represent
the project based on the color chart from poster number one. The
logo, which was made up of five overlapped circles, resembled a tradi
tional Japanese family crest. This small logo was placed on the lower
left-hand corner on every poster, and it helped to tie the posters
together when they are viewed separately.
The basic grid system was very simple with ten columns in each
poster. Each country had its own designated columns and they corre
sponded to the placement of the copy from the second poster, general
comparison. After the system was set up, the design process moved
from the drawing board to aMacintosh using Adobe Photoshop for
image editing and QuarkXpress for page design.
As soon as the actual design was transferred to the Macintosh, a set of
black and white printouts was kept as record of progress each week.
The final IRIS prints were reduced to 90 percent in order to achieve
higher image resolution and better color consistency.
It took more than a month from the first laser printout to the final IRIS
prints, and I think the result is quite satisfactory. (Please refer to
Section 2: Appendices, Part F for b/w versions of the posters and the











Discussed possible thesis topics with Professor R. Roger Remington.
Looked for suitable Thesis Committee associate advisers.
Assistant Professor Roberley Bell andMs. Barbara Polowy committed
to serve as associate advisers.
Written Thesis Proposal submitted for department approvals.
Worked on the Thesis Planning Report.
Winter quarter began.
Researched magazine articles on Asian graphic design.
Organized first Thesis Committee meeting held on December
7, 1994, from 12 noon to 1 P.M.
Talked with Professor Remington about meeting
Professor Richard S. Thornton during his visit to RIT.
Continued articles research through the Internet with other libraries
including the Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Began to prepare materials for Thesis Committee meeting.
Consulted with Ms. Polowy on obtaining a list of foreign design
organizations for interview contacts.
Looked into using the software FileMaker Pro for research database.
Set up fax modem for designer surveys.
Began to compile lists for possible contacts and magazine articles.
Wrote down names and contact information from the
AJGA Membership Directory and added to the Contact List.
Continue research through the Internet for more foreign magazine
articles.
Ordered back issues of Sep/Oct 1992 issue of CommunicationArts
magazine andMar/Apr 1993 issue of Print.
Left an e-mail message for Ms. Winnie Chim, librarian of the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University asking for help on possible Hong Kong
designer contacts.
n
Dec. 7 First Thesis Committee meeting held in Graduate Studio with
Professor Remington, Assistant Professor Bell and Ms. Polowy.
Gathered more ideas and directions from advisors.
Began to develop a list of criteria for comparison.
Look into other disciplines for different point of views.
Talked with Ms. Polowy about books and articles related to my topic.
Dec. 8 Began to read the book Graphic Spirit ofJapan written by
Professor Thornton and took notes about Japanese design.
Checked for e-mail message from Ms. Chim.
Dec. 9 Installed Filemaker Pro and set up files for bibliography and contacts.
Checked for e-mail messages, no reply yet.
Dec. 10 Began to develop a short questionnaire for fax survey.
Continued to read articles and books.
Dec. 12 E-mail reply from Ms. Chim with contact info for the Hong Kong
Designers Association (HKDA).
Drafted a letter for Mr. Tony Sin of the HKDA asking for help on
publications and a copy of its membership directory.
Continued to update bibliography.
Dec. 13 Finished the fist of categories for general comparison.
Read introduction from Pacific Rim Design byWei Yew and added
a few more names into the contact list.
Dec. 14 Looked into a few related articles for further references.
Began to look into the comparison categories and took more notes.
Dec. 15 Ordered back issue ofNov/Dec Issue ofPrint, a special issue entirely
devoted to Japan graphic design.
Obtained a list ofJapanese designers from theAlliance Graphique
InternationaleMembership Directory.
Dec. 17 Updated bibliography and contact fists.
Continued research on Asian graphic design.
Dec. 18 Wrote a cover letter explaining the purpose of the fax survey and
briefly introduced myself.














Revised and simplified the letter and survey into one single page.
Prepared a sample copy for Professor Remington.
Last day of class before Christmas break.
Continued research.
Visited the Asia Society in New York City for possible contacts and
research materials.
Received a copy of the HKDA membership directory.
Sent thank you letter to Mr. Sin of the HKDA.
Located more foreign design journal titles.
Picked out a list of Hong Kong designers for the fax survey.
Faxed a letter to Japan Design Foundation asking for help with
research and possible contacts.
Faxed a letter to Mr. Wang Xu asking for help with research on
Mainland Chinese designers, publications and contact information.
Tried to locate a Hong Kong design journal, Design Exchange.
Updated contact list for Japan through magazine articles.
Met with Professor Remington regarding Professor Thornton's visit.
Tried to locate a copy ofHong Kong Designers Association Annual
and GuangdongDesign Annual.
Read Nov/Dec 1984 issue ofPrint, a special issue devoted to Japan
graphic design.
Developing a matrix for comparison.
Thoughts on the final application.
Revised comparison matrix.
Located more books on Japanese graphic design from the library.
Updated contacts and bibliography.
Began to read Silent Language by Edward T. Hall.
Updated Thesis Planning and database.
Prepared for Professor Thornton's visit.
Attended Professor Thornton's lecture on Japanese graphic design.
Took notes of key points on Japanese design.
i?
Jan. 11 Looked into calligraphy and paintings from China, Hong Kong
and Japan.
Developing a list for comparison on pop culture from China,
Hong Kong and Japan.
Talkedwith Professor Thornton in an informal interview.
Updated bibliography.
Jan. 12 Read more articles and took notes.
Continued to search for overseas contacts.




Updated database on Japanese contacts.
Prepared to send out fax surveys to Japanese designers.
Jan. 20
Jan. 23
Sent thank you letter to Professor Thornton.
Sent 15 fax surveys to Japanese graphic designers.
Developed possible sketches for final applications.
Developed sketches for an identity/logo for the entire thesis project.
Sent 10 fax surveys to Hong Kong-based graphic designers and
4 surveys to design educators.
More reading from magazines and books.
Jan. 24
Jan. 25
No reply from Japan and Hong Kong.
Continued with reading.
Received a fax from the Hong Kong Polytechnic University saying
that my survey has been forwarded to the head of graphic design
department.
Purchased a copy ofJapanese Design, an exhibition catalog from the
Philadelphia Museum ofArt.
Jan. 26 Completed a relationship chart for America, Japan, Hong Kong
and China.
Started to develop a research process chart.
Jan. 28 Received fax replies from Mr. Jennings Ku of Hongkong Bank,
Hong Kong and Mr. Shin Matsunaga, Japan.
Mr. Matsunaga sent a book about his works and an article in the form
of an interview.















Received the bookJapanese Design.
Continued research on Chinese and Japanese paintings.
Sent out thank you letters.
Updated bibliography.
Received a package from Mr. Motoo Nakanishi, chairman of PAO Inc.
on Japanese corporate identity trends.
Received a fax from Mr. John Au, Hong Kong.
Sent out thank you letters to Mr. Au and Mr. Nakanishi.
Collected a number of design examples ready to be scanned.
Also looked for more examples on traditional arts from China.
Scanned images for sketches.
Revised the layout of comparison chart with scanned images.
Showed sketches for final application to Professor Remington and
Assistant Professor Bell.
Developed six horizontal posters: Title, Introduction, America, Japan,
Hong Kong and Japan.
Reworked the poster layout for a more coherent design system.
Revised Adobe Illustrator files for design details.
Scanned more images for calligraphy and paintings.





Professor Remington approved sketches, made a few more concrete
sketches on the Mac.
Tried to organize second Thesis Committee meeting for the
beginning of Spring quarter.
Last daytime class forWinter quarter.
Continued to work on the poster designs.
Started to work on the body copy for the posters.













Showed initial black and white laser printouts to
Professor Remington, Assistant Professor Bell and Ms. Polowy.
Began to prepare for thesis project presentation to faculty and
students from the graphic design department.
Presented ideas and progress to graphic design faculty and first year
graduate students.
Picked out gallery space for the Thesis Exhibition.
Final application approved by Professor Remington,
Assistant Professor Bell and Ms. Polowy.
Concentrated on background and foreground images integration.
Worked on an explanatory paragraph about the posters for
poster one.
Scanned more images for comparison purposes.
Updated bibliography.
Contacted Ms. Polowy asking for her help on proofreading.
Continued to work on background images.
Wrote thesis statement for the exhibition.
Scanned new images for the posters.
Updated layout.
Gave a copy of the copy to Ms. Polowy for proofreading.
Printed out grid structure for record.
Turned in label, insurance information and thesis statement for
typesetting.
Picked up body copy from Ms. Polowy and made all the changes
into the posters.
A complete set of color printouts (57 percent) from UFO System of
Rochester to test for color and readability.
Updated bibliography.
Researched new imagery for the America poster.
Fined tuned all the details for the posters.
Thoughts on supporting materials to be displayedwith the posters,













Scanned new images for a better representation of the American
culture.
Continued to rearrange images for better space distribution.
Worked on the related materials including the grid system and
initial comparison.
Printed out a complete set of black and white laser prints
at 90 percent.
Contacted Mr. Hal and Eric Leader from Printing Prep Inc. of Buffalo
about IRIS prints.
Sent out files to UFO System for another complete set of color
proofs at 57 percent.
Separated each poster into a separate file for easier management.
Made final adjustments on background images.
Met with Professor Remington for the last time before final output.
Made final adjustments for all posters.
All files were now ready for output.
Dropped off poster files at Printing Prep Inc. for IRIS prints.
In order to achieve better image resolution and color accuracy,
all final outputs were be reduced to 90 percent.
Dropped off related files at R. A. Ellis of Rochester for Linotronic
output at 90 percent.
Picked up printouts from Printing Prep Inc.
Began to mount posters with velcro in Bevier Gallery.
Drafted Thesis Statement.
Second Thesis Exhibition opened.
Picked up and mounted linotronic outputs from R. A. Ellis.
Mounted Thesis Statement.
Second Thesis Exhibition Reception.
Started writting Thesis Report.






This has been a very exciting and challenging project. The amount of
information I discovered during the entire project has been very valu
able to me as a graphic designer. This project also gave me an opportu
nity to look at my Chinese culture from a whole new perspective. I
hope this thesis project has achieved its goals of informing designers,
non-designers and others, who are interested in the subject, the influ
ences and contributions these Asian countries have upon us.
In terms of research, it was very frustrating when I discovered how lit
tle information there was available on Chinese graphic design.
Everytime when I came up with a new book title or article, I would
immediately find out that they were not available. Apart from the few
articles published by various design journals, it was almost impossible
to obtain any first-hand information. I was also disappointed when I
failed to establish any significant contacts with Chinese designers.
Most of the time I had to make an assumption based on personal expe
rience and observations.
I would like to thank my advisers Professor R. Roger Remington,
Assistant Professor Roberley Bell and Ms. Barbara Polowy for their sup
port and encouragement. I would also like to thank Professor Richard
S. Thornton for providing valuable insights and contact information on
Japanese graphic design. In terms of production, my thanks goes to
Mr. Eric Leader of Printing Prep Inc., Buffalo for such an excellent job
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and American Graphic Design




















the Master of Fine
Arts Degree
Theoretical and Cultural Relationships Between Asian and American Graphic Design
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the theoretical and cultural rela
tionships between recent Asian and American graphic design, and the
influences they have on each other. I intend to research thoroughly aspects
of culture, history and recent graphic design works to come to a better
understanding of their similarities and differences. Three possible ways of
presenting my solutions are a number of magazine spreads or posters, a









As the global economy continues to focus its attention at a number of
Asian countries and the cross-cultural needs of these countries increase
simultaneously with it, therefore this study of graphic design is needed
to educate and inform designers, non-designers and society the influ
ences and contributions these Asian countries have upon us.
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the theoretical and cultural
relationships between recent Asian and American graphic design, and
the influences they have on each other. I intend to research thorough
ly aspects of culture, history and recent graphic design works to come
to a better understanding of their similarities and differences. Three
possible ways of presenting my studies are a number of magazine
spreads or posters, a guidebook, or in the form of computer-aided
interactive media.
A good design solution is only possible when the designees) consid
ered every aspect of a problem in the design process. I intend to look
at this problem from the viewpoints of disciplines outside of the













and the field of
graphic design.
This thesis is an interpretive project that will help designers, students
and non-designers to identify the theoretical and cultural relationships
between Asian andAmerican graphic design.
Objectives
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to name several key Asian
countries.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to identify several important
designers -within each
country.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the designer should be
able to compare the graphic
language used by individual
designer.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to identify design works by




Review recent Asian and American
graphic design annuals.
Gather articles related to Asian
graphic design.
Generate a list ofmajor Asian and
American professional design
organizations.
Develop a list of key graphic
designers for each Asian country
and America.
Generate profiles of selected






ences and style in graphic design.
Analyze the above information for
similarities and differences.
Collect examples of representation
al design works by selected graphic
designers.
Collect published interviews with
selected designers.













Objectives Processes & Strategies
After reviewing the informa
tion, the designer should be
able to identify distinct theo
retical basis for Asian and
American graphic design.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to identify several key ele
ments in design that are
commonly used within a
region.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to see the similarities and
differences in design theo
ries between Asian countries
and America.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the designer should be
able to identify both Asian
and American design influ
ence on individual design
er's work.
After reviewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to identify cross-cultural fac
tors within a work of design.
Research through books and maga
zines on Asian graphic design
theories.
Identify and Categorize different
theories.
Gather design works that utilizing
foreign design theories.
Gather information regarding the
designer's homeland.
Categorize and analyze works with
similar elements, (colors, images,
language, written or printed
characters)
Gather design works that clearly
demonstrate the use of different
design theories.
Research cross-disciplinary influ
ences that affected each design.
Analyze the importance of such
theories within a particular culture.
Gather design works that are influ
enced by other cultures.
Research design examples intended
for more than one culture.
Conduct phone interviews with
designers involved.
Collect examples of cross-cultural
or international design projects.











To evaluate this inter
pretive project and
modify as necessary.
Objectives Processes & Strategies
After reviewing all the infor
mation collected, the design
er should be able to present
these studies in a form of
visual presentation.
After viewing the informa
tion, the user should be able
to identify several significant
elements of this project.
After viewing this project,
the user should be able to
provide feedback on at least
one designer from each
country.
After viewing the project,
the user should be able to
answer at least ten short
questions about the project.
After reviewing all the view
ers'
response, the designer
should be able evaluate the
final outcome of the project.
Create a visual interpretation of the
information collected.
Provide a suitable setting for using
or viewing the information.
Clearly explain the information and
examples used.
To use a design system that is clear,
precise and consistent.
To use secondary design elements
to reinforce the overall system.
Interview users during or after the
presentation.
Ask questions regarding the presen
tation, access of information and
level of understanding.
Ask user about the message and
objectives behind the project.
Develop a survey consists of at
least twenty questions about the
project.
Test users on the information they
learned from viewing the project.
To see if any additional improve
ments will further enhance the
final outcome of the project.
All responses will be collected and
presented in a form of a written













Completion of project planning
Research begins
Winter quarter begins










Works on application begins

















Thesis Committee Meeting #3 (Tentative)












3rd Thesis Show ends
Thesis Committee Meeting #4 (Tentative)










Budget for this project presentation should not be a major concern
because it is a prototype for the thesis exhibition. Spending/expenses
will probably come in the form of one to two SyQuest cartridges, elec
tronic outputs for final presentation, books and magazines, and travel
and long distance phone costs for interviewing.
Three possible solutions:
A series of posters or magazine spreads.
In a form of a guide book.
Computer-aided interactive media/hypercard.
A survey in the form of twenty short questions about the project will
be distributed to viewers during the exhibition, their responses will be












An examination of the information
and ideas.
Science ofman, especially of the
beginnings, development, customs,
and beliefs ofmankind.
The attribution of human characteris
tics to non-human beings or things.
A concept of modern society based
on an equilibrium of forces in which
independent, non-inclusive social
groups exercise a limited measure of
democratic control through their
access to the major elite.
The arts, beliefs, customs, institu
tion, and all other products of
human work and thought created by
a people or group at a particular
time.
Interaction between two or more
distinctly different cultures.
Devotion to human interests; system
that is concerned with human
interests.
The process of generating conceptu
al solutions.
Designating or pertaining to a soci
ety consisting of several or many cul
turally distinct group.
The characteristics of a multicultural
society; a policy advocating the







The search for knowledge, especially
the nature and meaning of existence .
Sciences, study, of the mind and its
processes.
Science of the nature and growth of
society.
Combination of separate parts, ele
ments, substances, into a whole or






During research process, a short lax survey/questionniare was sent out
to designers and design educators from Hong Kong and Japan. The
purpose of this survey -was to aid my research. I asked the designers
whom had the biggest influence on them as designers. The following
is a list of designers and educators who had received the survey.
Japanese Designers:
Mr. Katsumi Asaba*, Asaba Design Co., Ltd.
Mr. Shigeo Fukuda, Fukada Design Office
Mr. Takenobu Igarashi, Igarashi Studio
Ms. Eiko Ishioka*, Eiko Design Inc.
Ms. Ryoko Ishioka, Ryoko Ishioka Design Office
Mr. Yusaku Kamekura*, Kamekura Design Office
Mr. Mitsuo Katsui, Katsui Design Office
Mr. Shin Matsunaga*, Shin Matsunaga Design Inc.
Materials received from Mr. Matsunaga:
"Harvest ofBoyhood
Dreams,"
Mainichi Shimbun, Mar. 1990
ShinMatsunaga, a small booklet of the designer's portfolio
Mr. Kazumasa
Nagai*
c/o Mr. Mako Kamiya, Nippon Design Center
Mr. Makoto Nakamura, Shiseido Co. Ltd., Advertising Division
Mr. Motoo Nakanishi*, PAOS Inc.
Materials received from Mr. Nakanishi:
An evolution chart of major Japanese
corporations'
identity
program from 1975 to 1988.





Mr. Ikko Tanaka, Ikko Tanaka Design Studio
Mr. Kijuro Yahagi
Mr. Tadanori Yokoo c/o Mr. Asuka Takayama
*
Denotes reply received from the designer.
Hong Kong Designers:
Mr. John Au*, John Au Design Associates
Ms. Bethany Bunnell, Satellite Television Asian Region Ltd.
Mr. Alan Chan*, Alan Chan Design Company
Mr. Kan Tai-keung, Kan Tai-keung Design & Associates
Mr. Jennings Ku*, Graphic Design Section, Hongkong Bank
Ms. Winnie Kwan, Hong KongMuseum ofArt
Mr. William Ho, William Ho Design Associates
Mr. Henry Steiner*, Graphic Communications Ltd.
Ms. Lilian Tang, Lilian Tang Design Ltd.
Ms. Annie Tong, Watermark Associates
Hong Kong Design Educators:
Dr. Hazel Clark, Swire School ofDesign, Hong Kong Polytechnic
Ms. Agnes Kwok, Shatin Technical Institute
Mr. Yanta Lam, Swire School ofDesign, Hong Kong Polytechnic
35
Mr. David Meredith*, Faculty of Communication,
Hong Kong Polytechnic
Survey was forwarded to Mr. Alex Fung, Head ofGraphic Design,
School ofDesign
*
Denotes reply received from the designer/educator.




To: Mr. Yusaku Kamekura
Company: Kamekura Design Office
Fax: 81 03 3575 7076






Phone: 716 475 0731




I would like to introduce myself to begin with. My name is Aaron Liu and I was born in
Hong Kong. I have a BFA in graphic design from the University of Houston in Houston,
Texas. Currently, I am pursuing a MFA in graphic design at the Rochester Institute of
Technology in Rochester, New York. At the moment, I am working on my graduate thesis
project, "Asian and American Graphic Design: A Theoretical and Cultural
Comparison."
I
intend to base my research mainly on recent design history as well as art, Asian philoso
phy and popular culture. On top of Japan; America, China and Hong Kong will also be
included in this study.
I talked to Professor Richard Thornton, author of The Graphic Spirit of Japan, and he
strongly suggested me to get in touch with you. I am faxing you this letter for your valu
able insight on graphic design as part of my thesis research. I would like to ask you three
short questions as follow:
At the beginning of a project, where do you look for inspiration?
Are you influenced by American graphic design and culture?
Do you use any traditional motif from your own culture in your design?
Other than the questions above, feel free to add anything on the topic of Japan graphic
design. Please reply ASAP by letter mail, Fax or E-mail. The deadline for my research is
Friday 17th of February. Your response will be categorized and sorted for future reference.








1. Attention Mr. Aaron Liu
U.S.A.
2. Yor Fm Numbe r 7]_g 427 8519
3. Number of Pi7ge($) 1
4. From Ms. Mako Kamiya







I am in receipt of your fax dated January 20, 1995.
Please do accept my appology for the delay in
responding to you earlier. Since Mr. Kazumasa NAGAI
a friend of Mr. Richard Thornton was not in the
office last week.
Please find his answers to your 3 questions as
follows;
1, As you know, for a commercial work on which you
have to express a message from a client, we get
idea/s being based on orientation from a client.
For my own work, there is no special place or
material where I get it -from; it is case by case.





I am no longer influenced by it.
3. Yes, but indirectly. I always think about a
traditional motif, however, I first deconstruct
it and reconstruct it to very contemporary way.
As you can see, the above answers are the words of
Mr. Nagai.
I hope that these answers are what you need.


















the answer to your question.
1) It depends on the project. I imagine something suitable for the theme of
it in my mind and just embody it.
2) I was so influenced by American design and culture. Although we
are-
also
influenced by Europe, it is something different from American one which
of bright and free culture.
3) Yes, I do. Because I am a Japanese. However I try to create something









Thank you very much for your letter on 20th January. Enclosed please find
a copy of article featured the STEP-BY-STEP Magazine. I hope it will be
helpful for you and it will be an answer for your question.
With best wishes for your thesis will be successful.
Sincerely,
Shin Matsunaga
P. S, Tour 3rd Quftficw w\.us\ at Gwfirwed W your owvi eye<,,
I Will S&M Hy little book. PleaSe waif a "few days -
Shin Matsunaga Design Inc. 8th Floor. Ishibashi-kogyo Bldg., 7-3-1, Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku.
Tokyo, 107 Japan Ts>l:499-0291 2 Fax-499-3309
40










Fax : 002 1 716 427 8519
#& TM nasi
Hung Hnm Kowioon Hong Konft
Tel (852) 2766 S070 Fax (852) 2363 3955
Telex 38%4 Polys Mx
E-Mail GODAVIDM^HKPUCCPOLYU.EDUHK
r St -X an
Prelit/tnf
Prof. Poon Chung-kwong,
Ulili. llSrfSlmial), PhD, DSe,
CCitM, FRSC, IP
Dean, Fatuity of Commuiiir.ntir.n
Ft//ov, School efDtsign
David C. Meredith
MM M, FCSO, AMS, fi'KSA
Dear Aaron,
Thank you for your fax of 23rd January concerning various aspects of Graphic Design.
I have passed this request onto my colleague Alex Fung who is in charge of the Graphic
Design degree in the School of Design. Hopefully he will be able to provide you with some
information - better than I can!
Best wishes,
David C. Meredith
Dean, Faculty of Communication





"The Bauhaus had a cultural context as an art movement. We
Qapanese) took their movement without adding our own cultural
context."




"The best graphic design is less tainted by modern foreign influences.
The link with art of the Edo period of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries is evident in the precise linearity and 2-dimensionality of
many
compositions."
"Manymodern posters contain clear references to watercolor and
ukiyo-e woodblock prints with gradations of tone and blocks of uni
form
color."
"There is a Japanese Style in graphic design. In general it has a flatness.
It can also be said that preciseness of craftsmanship in design is anoth
er quality. This might be an influence from the size of the landwe
have. Ifyou look at our design from afar, it may not have punch, but if
you look closely, you see a precision in the design and
printing."
Ikko Tanaka
"Japanese design has a feel of emotion, you can always tell a Japanese
design."
"Chinese calligraphy is threatened by digital technology just as the
West."
"Originality doesn't seem to be as prominent a feature of the Hong
Kong Chinese market psyche as it is of the
Japanese."
Henry Steiner
"Hong Kong appears to be a
cosmopolitan'
city, the constraints
imposed by its Chinese heritage are never far below the
surface."




"The purpose of a design job is to move a product, not to win an
award."
Alan Chan
"I was trained to look at Hong Kong from a foreign point of view,




"I realized the Chinese culture has more nostalgia and warmth than
any other culture in the
world."
Alan Chan
"They (Chinese) want something that is long-lasting inside. A good




"The symbolism of Chinese culture is not Hong Kong's. We are con
stantly influenced byWestern and Japanese design. Although our
designs seem Chinese in their cultural aspects, in fact the elements of
Chinese culture chosen, especially for export design, are chosen for
their appeal to the
West."
Alex Fung
"Chinese designers have a responsibility to incorporate Chinese cul
ture into their design and make it understandable to Asians and




"China is thirty years behind, I just want the Chinese government to
understand that design is an important means of communication and
necessary in our everyday
lives."
Alan Chan
"Young people in Hong Kong are more interested in design from
America, Europe, and Japan than from
China."
George Fok
"All design training, whether official or private, still encourages the
handicraft traditions of Chinese brush art. Yet it is good to note an
encouragement of individuality that will eventually lead to more origi
nality which we hope will be based on their own culture. Until then,
French and Swiss trends will continue as the strongest influence and
not the more formal Japanese, as we might
expect."
John Halas
"Advertising and consequently the expansion of graphics in China will
develop on a parallel with the emergence of industrial power and high
er consumption. It would be a mistake to measure Chinese progress in
graphic design against the rest of the world. Its vast geography, its
astonishing dimensions in cultural tradition and its inborn sense of









Asian and American Graphic Design:
A Theoretical and Cultural Comparison
About the Posters
These posters were produced after thorough research on the subject
ofAsian and American graphic design. Since China, Hong Kong and
Japan derive their cultures from the same origin, it is difficult to dis
tinguish them from each other. Examples are drawn from folk arts to
contemporary arts. The three logos on each poster represent the role
businesses and corporations have on graphic design.
Situation Analysis
As the global economy continues to focus its attention on a number
ofAsian countries, the need for cross-cultural understanding of these
countries increases simultaneously. This study of graphic design is
undertaken to educate and inform designers, non-designers and soci
ety of the influences and contributions these Asian countries have
upon us.
Problem Statement
The purpose of this thesis project is to explore the theoretical and
cultural relationships of recent Asian and American graphic design. I
intend to research thoroughly aspects of culture, history and recent




America is considered the forerunner of graphic design by many
countries in terms of creativity and technology. A number of
American designers are well-respected overseas and they are invited
to give design lectures to professionals and students. Many designers
are commissioned by foreign clients in a wide variety of projects.
Asian students come to American universities to attend design pro
grams and they bring pieces ofAmerican culture and influence back
to their home countries. These famous American exports include
pop music, MTV, fast food and soap operas.
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Japan
Japan is the leading country for design innovation in Asia. It influ
ences both Hong Kong and China. It draws on its own culture from
the Edo Period (1603-1867). Design references can be traced to
watercolors and Ukiyo-e woodblock prints. Many elements used in a
work of design do not necessarily relate to the subject matter. On
the surface, these elements often appear as pure decoration.
Attention to details and precision are two major characteristics of
Japanese design. In recent years, technology also helped designers to
create original and sophisticated design works. Corporations are
known to give total support and creative freedom to the designer
during the design process.
Hong Kong
As a British colony, Hong Kong has an interesting mix of traditional
Chinese, colonial British and American cultures. The colony uses
Cantonese as first language and English as an everyday necessity. It is
easy to see the East andWest relationship in everyday life. Being one
of the busiest port cities in Southeast Asia, Hong Kong absorbs for
eign influences as fast as they come in. In terms of graphic design it
is mainly influenced by Japan and America. As modern as Hong Kong
appears, the constraints imposed by its Chinese heritage are never
far below the surface. Design works produced by local designers are
as efficient and effective as the city itself.
China
When it comes to graphic design in Asia, Japan and Hong Kong are
decades ahead of China. The Cultural Revolution of the 60s is consid
ered the major factor for its slow development. For decades design
was at a standstill. Only in the late 70s did China realize how impor
tant the concept of design would bring the country into the twenti
eth century. In the 80s, design classes were organized and taught in
major universities and colleges. During the past decade, China was
looking to Japan as a model because Japan has a similarly complex
cultural identity. In recent years, many design competitions were
held in order to raise the standard and awareness of design. As China




Very often American designers are influenced by the arts and what
they see in everyday life. The arrival of the Macintosh single-handed
ly changed the way designers work. This advance in technology cre
ated a new phenomenon in graphic design. As a result, design pieces
with complex, multi-layered images and computer manipulated type
are two major characteristics in recent America graphic design. In
fact, legibility is no longer an important issue for many cutting-edge
designers. As computers and software become more powerful, many
designers are moving into multimedia and interactive design.
Leading designers include Michael Bierut, David Carson,
April Greiman, Paul Rand Paula Scher andMassimo Vignelli.
Also, there is a large number of designers with a different cultural
backgrounds working in America.
Poster 4 Japan
Japan is country ofmany colors. On the surface it is as modern as
anyWestern city, but it is also a country with a very traditional cul
ture. Generally speaking, Japanese design is very poetic in nature and
it creates a sense of visual harmony with a minimalist approach.
Design concepts do not always relate to the subject matter. English
characters are always used as a trend in conjunction with Japanese
and Kanji characters. The addition of English characters creates a
modernWestern look and is a trend accepted by the general public.
Many designers are also influenced by the arts from their own cul
ture. They often draw on historical references from calligraphy,
Kanban (shop sign), Noren (curtain) and Ukiyo-e (woodblock print).
Over the years many Japanese designers has gained international
recognition and are well known in Western societies. This list
includes Shigeo Fukuda, Takenobu Igarashi, Eiko Ishioka,
Kazumasa Nagai, Ikko Tanaka, Tadanori Yokoo and many more.
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Poster 5 Hong Kong
In Hong Kong, design is targeted for both Chinese andWestern audi
ences which creates this unique style of East meetsWest. Design ele
ments from Chinese culture are chosen simply for their visual appeal
to theWest. This juxtaposition of East andWest becomes a necessity
for Hong Kong's international nature. A number of local designers
began to incorporate their own Chinese heritage into many design
projects. Drawing from traditional motifs and patterns, a distinct
graphic style begins to emerge from Hong Kong.
There is a wide range of designers in Hong Kong. Western designers
such as Henry Steiner who single-handedly created this juxtaposition
of East meetsWest. Local designers include Alan Chan,
Kan Tai-Keung, Tommy Li and Lilian Tang. With these unique design
philosophies and principles, they have produced many innovative
works of design and received numerous design awards.
Poster 6 China
Due largely in part to its writing system, the Bauhaus and Swiss were
early design influences on Chinese design because of their underly
ing ideas of structure and order. The recent economic boom has
sparked new interest in design and newerWestern design principles
are widely accepted by the newer generation of designers. China is
beginning to understand that design is an important aspect in a
growing economy. Increased trading -withWestern countries generat
ed a need to combine English characters into many designs such as
corporate identity and packaging. Many recent design works are
highly refined and they represent a sense of freedom in the use of
vibrant colors and traditional motifs.
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Important! On the CD Rom, I have enclosed both the QuarkXPress files and EPS
files of each poster. There are two ways to view these posters.
1 You may view the QuarkXPress files with any version of
QuarkXPress. Ifyou choose this method, please drop the
Fonts folder into your System Folder before running the
application. And ifyou are running Suitcase, please add these
fonts to your Suitcase application before viewing any files.
2 You may view the EPS files -with Adobe Photoshop or
Illustrator. If this method is chosen, you do not have to add
the fonts to your System. Just open them up as you will with
any other EPS files.
Please note the on-screen color reproduction is not 100
percent accurate compare with the actual outputs.
I have also enclosed two files with Japan and Hong Kong contact infor
mation in FileMaker Pro format. I hope you will find these information
helpful for your research and benefit from them.
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